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My Parents' Lives
by HAZELRASMUSSENMORSE
Scandinavians settled with those of their own kind and
language, being drawn by relatives and friends who had
gone before them, but also through newspapers circulated
among them. Den Danske Pioneer was widely read among
Danes and may well have been the source of information
about the settling of northeastern Montana. Mr. E. F.
Madsen, an immigrant and intellectual who had made a
scouting trip to that area about 1905 urged other Danes to
settle together and establish a Danish colony.
According to my mother's "memoirs" the State of
Montana opened squatter's rights to people in 1906 with the
proviso that they live on the land at least some of the year
for five years. There were regulations as to how much of it
must be put into cultivation, that a house must be built, etc.
My mother, Johanne Mortensen, was one of the homesteaders who arrived there in the early spring of 1908.
My mother came from Iowa where her father, Chris
Mortensen, had joined members of his wife's family who had
arrived there as early as 1880.
My mother had a twin sister as well as another sister
when she came from Denmark to Iowa with her parents.
Shortly after that a son was born but my grandmother died
of typhoid fever a few months later. Grandfather managed
to take care of the twins, Johanne and Kristine, but a kindly
minister and his wife wanted to adopt the other girl. They
were allowed to do so and she grew up not knowing her
family until later in life and was quite resentful of having
been separated from them. The small boy, John, was taken
care of by neighbors until a time when Grandfather was able
to persuade another young woman to come from Denmark
and marry him.
It is easy to im~gi_ne that it would be a painful experience
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to come across the ocean in those days - alone and in the
position of being second choice as a wife, as well as facing
unfamiliar circumstances. My mother, Johanne, loved her
stepmother but she said there were frequent tears and
longing for her family and homeland throughout her life.
My mother writes, "It was a joy to sister Kristine and I
when we got a real home and John was our pet." The family
grew 1'y four more children and the twin girls were needed
for their help so they had to take turns going to school every
other day. Soon they helped out by working for neighbors
and at about age sixteen set out to work in Sioux City in
hopes of better wages. Mother always had many stories to
tell and among them, what "green horns" they had been as
country girls among the rich. They learned fancy cooking
and many other things. She recalled how her employer had
said to be sure to dust the chandelier but Mother didn't want
to ask what it was, so she just kept dusting everything and
much later found out what it was.
But wages were still very low and they became restless
again with yearning to try the West. Perhaps their parents
had fostered the idea as Grandfather certainly was
supportive of it in supplying them with livestock and other
things for homesteading. They arrived at Culbertson,
Montana, on March 17, 1908, on the Great Northern train.
They got acquainted with another Danish family on the train
and there was a man meeting them. He said he was also to
meet two girls named Mortensen so they were pointed out.
My mother writes:
"Mr. Norlem asked us, 'Are you the Mortensen ladies?'
We said we were and that Mr. E. F. Madsen, the postmaster of Dagmar was to meet us. Norlem said that was
true but a big snow storm had come up the past several
days, so Mr. Madsen had sent him a message to meet us.
He helped the Christensens and us to find a sleeping
place six blocks away and we all got beds. We were glad
to have a good visit with the Nels Christensen family as
they had chosen a place to live the summer before and
built a house. They came from Enumclaw, Washington.
He told us how nice the people were in the Dagmar com-72-

munity and almost all Danish.
'We felt lucky to have a room upstairs in a heated
house as it was windy and the snow so deep. We slept
late and had a good breakfast at a restaurant. A good
meal was 50 cents or a big dinner, 75 cents. Kristine and
I also waited for our brother John to arrive on the
freight train. Four days later he came, and were we
happy! It took eight days and nights for him to come to
Culbertson from Moorhead, Iowa. He had a cot bed
and ate on the train part-time.
"John had hay, oats and com for feed for the animals
and he fed them on the freight car. He brought 3 horses,
3 cows, 12 chickens, 2 big pigs that could expect little
ones in a couple of months, and 3 of the nicest puppy
dogs, six months old. Our parents (Christian and Signe)
had sent foods like cured or salted meat, four hams,
bacon, rullep0lse, and also potatoes, apples and a plow,
hay mower as well as household articles.
"So at once now John was more than busy. Mr. E. F.
Madsen came into Culbertson and his wife sent us two
gallons of milk. John got a man to care for our cows and
milk so that he could go home with E. F. Madsen and
bring back a man to help move our load to Dagmar.
"Christensens' daughter Margaret became sick with
fever and measles. I had not been home at the time my
sisters and brothers had the childhood disease so I
caught the measles and became very sick so it was the
27th of April before we left Culbertson. Meanwhile,
John lived at Madsen's home. People were welcome. He
helped milk their cows and other chores.
"The day we left was a beautiful sunshine day and
Kristine and I were so glad. About 20 miles out of town
there was a wagon, big, and loaded like ours. Behind it
was a man, lady and three children in a little buggy with
a single horse, which laid down and wouldn't get up.
We stopped and got acquainted and John asked to see
their section paper. We found out their place would be
joining our section and the man was Jens Brinkman. We
all laughed and were happy. They were from Iowa also.
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"The horse was one Brinkman had bought in town and
it was supposed to be gentle. But it was stubborn, old
and lazy and he had paid $10 for it. They left •it and got
on the wagon. We went only six miles that day and
started early in morning from a farm house where
people stopped to eat dinners and feed their horses. At
4 o'clock in the afternoon we found our spot where the
section number was. The Brinkman home had been
built the summer before and we could see them busy unloading. We had another man with us taking part of the
load and he had taken a short cut but got lost and John
rode back, finding him on a hill, luckily. We paid him
$20 for that day and he went back to the country stop
place for the night as he was living in Culbertson.
"John had planned with E. F. Madsen that we would
come up there for the night. John asked us whether we
wanted to go but told us we had a creek to cross - not
deep but muddy. We could not walk it as it was after 6
o'clock and we felt sorry for our good horses so we began to make plans. John put the two horses in the 8x6
section house and fed and blanketed them. Then he
spaded sod ground three or four feet deep and put some
boards on the bottom with straw on top. We had two
big mattresses and Mother had sent us a feather bed.
Glad we were with pillows and quilts.
"Then we laughed again at how carefree we were as we
hadn't brought bread from town and had only three
slices. Well, we gave the bread to the two little dogs. We
had 100 lbs. of white flour for bread to bake and sugar,
syrup, oatmeal and what not in groceries with us. We
had some candy and it was nearly dark now so we ate
some of that and I took some medicine that the doctor
had said I should take. Kristine said, 'I will sleep to the
wall. Hanna, you in the middle.' John said, 'I must sleep
on the edge with my sweet dogs.' They were named
King and Teddy. We put a few boards and a tent canvas
over the top. We were tired but in good cheer and didri't
worry. John said we must get up early. Kristine said we
should say our prayers and thanks for the day.
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"We didn't hear John get up in the morning until he
came to say, 'Get up girls, breakfast is cooked - hot
buscuits, oatmeal and coffee.' We both got up quickly
and shook ourselves like chickens or a dog from sleep.
We laughed as John had the kitchen stove smoking out
of a pipe and burning a wooden post he had split. The
biscuits were made with slough water, flour, baking
powder and melted butter. John said he didn't know he
could make such good bread and didn't put his hands to
it, just stirred and dropped from a spoon. We ate and
felt. good. He went with the horses and wagon to E.F.
Madsen's to get our house tent l0xl0' that we were to
live in until we got a home built. Brinkman went with
him and got our cows, too. By 1 o'clock the tent was up.
'While they were gone Kristine and I talked of what we
should cook for dinner. We piled some big rocks quite
high. On that we cooked with an iron kettle over a
wood fire. We boiled ham with water from the lake. We
found ducks there and they didn't fly from us. Some
had nests and were sitting but covered the nest with
feathers and acted as though they were lame. Later there
were dozens of ducks of several kinds. We never took
the eggs.
"As we sat on a bench in the sunshine, our neighbor,
Signe Brinkman, came walking our way carrying the
baby and with a little girl and boy walking beside her.
She smiled and thought it funny to think of dinner so
soon and the way we did it. So, of course, the coffee
pot was heated and we had coffee and biscuits, the way
Danish people welcome people. We put beans in the
kettle to cook with the ham. When the men came they
were glad for the noon dinner.
"Signe was the every day mother to Kristine and me as
she was the only married woman in our neighborhood
until later. We visited and helped w~th wo_rk. That was
the joy of life together. If we did not have food or
needed something, we divided with each other. Soon we
both had cows milking and sold butter which we put in
stone jars. Butter was 40 cents a lb. It paid for most of
-75-

the coffee, tea, sugar and other cooking foods. John and
Brinkman both went in their wagons every two or three
weeks to Culbertson, 75 miles.
"John dug a 13' well and Kristine would help bring
some of the dirt up in pails. The soil was sandy but it
had a rock bottom. Only three feet of water would run
in but it filled again every hour or so and was nice and
clear. Our well was rope and wheel - one bucket up
and another down, which we were used to from our
Iowa home.
"We lived in our tent with only one big bed, table,
stove and dish cupboard while we built the sod house.
John learned to cut the blocks, 10"x12" or 15" and turn
the bottom of the sod up, the grass down. The blocks
are staggered and meet each other and grow together as
though it was a brick house. Every day we worked, all
three of us were up early. We were so proud of the barn
and house because it fit perfectly as many people said.
The house was 27' x 30' with boards and tar paper
nailed on outside. The ceiling and walls were plastered
and it never crumbled down. We papered two rooms.
This house stood seven years and was still good. Father
built another home there when he came later.
"One day John had gone to the Dagmar post office and
it was coffee time when Kristine said for me to go ahead to
Brinkman' s while she waited to take the bread out of the
oven. I went, but by the time I got to Signe's I could see
Kristine had gone up in our garden. We watched and
then she waved a towel for help and I ran home. The
reason was that John and Kristine had poisoned the
tops of the blooming potato plants with green powder
and our two big pigs were eating the tops and frothing
at the mouth. Kristine said, 'Johanne, go down in the
cellar and bring up a big pail of milk and they will
think it is feeding time.' I did and called them. They
came running into their pen and we got another pailful.
That went, too - cream and all. So asleep were they in
a few minutes that we went off to Signe's for coffee,
hoping all would be well. When John came home we
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told him of the silly pigs jumping their four-board
pen. Out he went and they were happy as ever, squeeling for more food.
"Those pigs had been like pets and followed us around
when they were smaller. One day John and Kristine
were gone for the day and I had done the chores and
went to the well for water for the house. A pig followed
me and when the water came up, the pig jumped down
the well. He weighed about 30 lbs. I put down a ladder
and he rested his chin on one of the cleats. I talked and
said, "I'll get you soon, Piggy" as those pigs seemed to
understand all we told them.
"It was near being dark and I started walking to Brinkman's but on the way I met Blikken Slader in his buggy
and I told him about my pig and asked him if he could
help me before it drowned. He came home with me and
I got him a rope which he took down to the pig and tied
around his neck. He pulled him up as he climbed up the
ladder. In a few minutes the pig got his breath and we
gave him some milk. Blikken and I were happy. Supper
was ready so he was glad to stay and eat with me.
"The water in our well was good but had quick sand in
it and hard to get settled. Water in most wells made
Eastern horses sick. Father and Mother had ordered us
to make beer for the summer as they always did. We
loved it and it wasn't strong. We got a new 12-gal.
copper boiler and used it only for that. This was my
way: 12 gal. water, 10 cents worth of hops sewn in a
gauze bag, 2 cups of pearl barley sewn in bag also, and
let cook one hour or two. Drain and sweeten with syrup
or sugar to taste. I had 1/2 cake dry yeast mixed in flour
and raised up; stir in all this. Cover ovemite and skim.
Oh, it was good in hot weather!
''This time was the joy of the world to us all. Some
times we went to dances where there were few girls
among many boys or men. There were twelve bachelors
in our neighborhood. Horseback riding was our best
way of going. The Dagmar postmaster gave the 4th of
July speech on our land and happy we were. We sani
-77-

and all people brought food. Those who were bachelors
were fed. Fifty-some people came and four cowboys
among them. They felt lost as it was a Danish settlement. We had baked up 50 lb. of flour in all kinds of
foods. We laid table cloths on the grass and had a happy
meal. There was music for dancing in the evening in our
large sod house. People were there until sun-up. All
people helped each other, work or play. Money was
short, but all were equal and we had time to live."
When winter came, Mother and my aunt Kristine went to
Culbertson to work in a laundry or cook in the hotel until
spring. The rest of her family followed within a few years
and had claims adjacent to them. Grandfather and Grandmother Mortensen built a nice frame house and soon the
community organized a school. The land had to be cleared of
rocks before they could plow and put in crops of wheat, oats
or flax. Blizzards, cyclones and prairie fires were feared
most.
The settlement was not limited to farmers. Soon
carpenters, blacksmiths, painters and tradesmen of all kinds
arrived to stake out their land. My father, Hans Rasmussen,
was among those. He had emigrated from Denmark in 1893.
He was one of five children born to a beekeeper and forester
in a thatched cottage near Svenborg on the island of Fyn. I
have seen it still standing and with slanted-roof quarters at
one end for the animals. One brother became active in
teaching at a gymnastic school at Ollerup which had been
founded by Niels· Bukh. Another walked to Egypt and other
countries before settling down to become a very fine
furniture maker in Paris. It was common in Denmark at that
time to take the name of the farm or area as a surname.
Other members of the family took the name: Brydegaard.
Upon my brother Walter graduating from high school in
1936, these uncles sent for him to come to Denmark for most
of a year, during which he attended a "highschool" some of
the time, as well as learning some fine wood working.
Our father was fifteen years older than our mother. After
completing his stint in the army and his apprenticeship as a
brick and stone mason, he left for America but he found that
....:..79_

there was severe depression here, too. For some time he
survived by accepting work on farms in Iowa and Wisconsin
but wages were low if there were any at all, and the food and
accommodations very poor. He told of sleeping in the barn
in some places as he preferred the hay to bed bugs. As was
commonly done, he moved around a great deal by riding
boxcars, but sometimes this ended in a short term in jail but
he accepted that as a warmer place to sleep. Eventually he
was able to ply his trade and worked on interesting
construction in many places. He, too, must have read about
the Danish settlements and inquired about northeastern
Montana.
My mother and Aunt Kristine were so close that they had
made a pact never to marry but Kristine broke that and
married one of the trades people who came into the settlement. She soon moved to California and in 1913 my mother
and father were married. He first built himself a small
stuccoed house. Later he built a large frame home for them
on Mother's claim.
My father liked to hunt ducks, which were cleaned and
frozen for winter use. He also trapped enough furs for
Mother to have a coat. The skin of a crocodile he had shot in
Panama always "adorned" our wall. I don't know the history
of a buffalo robe we had but those early days were not far
behind the Indians, of which there were quite a few living
nearby. My brother was born at home without the benefit of
a doctor or midwife as he arrived early and my father had
gone on jury duty. Mother handled it all very well in her
usual competent manner and said that she had read a book
on how to tie the cord, etc.
He enjoyed the community very much and it became
known as Volmer, although there never was any town there.
Hans drew the plans and did the masonry on the church
there. It still stands on "Himmel Bjerg" (Heaven's Hill) with
the cemetery across the road adjacent to the schoolhouse.
This is located about 10 miles from the Dagmar Church,
which was larger and had a parsonage as well as a gymnastic
hall built within a few years.
The second harvest after they were married was a very
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poor one with hail and whatever calamities beseige farmers.
Our father had promised his parents in Denmark that he
would return for their 50th wedding anniversary that year,
but he didn't think they could manage it. However Mother
had always wanted to see Denmark (which was, after all, her
birthplace) and to know Father's family so she prevailed in
wanting to sell their machinery and whatever they had in
order to make the trip. When they had done this, they went
first to California where the World's Exposition at San
Francisco was to take place the following year. Mother had
two sisters there and my father found work on the fair
buildings for several months.
From there they took the train to New York via a
southern route. Mother kept a diary and much enjoyed
stopping a day in Washington,
D.C., seeing the
"Washington monument and all the public buildings in a
touring car." They visited friends in New York before sailing
on March 4, 1916, on the Frederick VIII with the band
playing. The trip took fifteen days to England but she was
sea-sick ten of the days. She wrote that my brother Walter,
who was two years old, "behaved like a little man" and his
father took care of him.
"We stopped two days in England to have trunks
examined by English officers. They found a German spy in a
trunk on second class ." The following several months in
Denmark were one of the highlights of her life and she
described the anniversary celebration in great detail. They
brought back several silver trophy cups which my father had
previously won as a marksman.
By the time they arrived back in New York in the fall
they were again in need of money and it was not a time to
put in a crop in Montana, so they found work together at a
Long Island dairy farm, taking care of the milk, etc. On their
return to the farm in the spring of 1918 I was born, but with
a midwife this time. When I was a small child I recall having
a special fondness for her and calling her Beste (Grandma)
Dyer.
In the next few years Mother took care of her parents a
good deal and both Eassed away in the early 1920s. Her
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younger sisters and brothers were marrying and living in the
vicinity. My father ran for election to be Sheridan County
surveyor and won so we had to move to Plentywood, the
county seat. I spoke mostly Danish at that time but by the
time I began to go to school we were speaking mostly English
at home.
I sometimes think that it must have been a wrenching
experience for Mother to leave her homestead and neighbors
as she had put so much into it and recalled it all so vividly to
us. She was never to have so nice a house again either, but
she would not think of doing other than follow my father.
He had an amiable personality which drew people to him for
conversation with his sense of humor. He was hard-working
and definitely had a "common man" outlook. He frequently
brought home guests unannounced for our noon-day meal
when he was working later in a newspaper office and people
he knew dropped in as they had come to town on an errand.
For many years we did keep in close contact with the
Volmer and Dagmar community. I recall attending many
"Sommerfests" at the Dagmar church. Also, some of the
neighbors' children roomed and boarded at our house during
their high school years since all the children from rural
communities had to go some distance for the high schools in
a few towns. Unfortunately, the farm was lost for taxes
during the depression of the 1930s.
Mother sometimes offered herself as kind of a nurse to
many of the townspeople as she put great store in her
remedies, poultices, etc. She studied an herb book and had
confidence in the healing properties of various teas which she
ordered from Hammond, Indiana. She also made sure we
had a healthful diet and was an excellent cook. Her flowers
and vegetable garden were her pleasure, and I even sold
some from my express wagon, keeping the tables of one local
restaurant in flower bouquets.
Our mother and father eventually moved to Seattle at the
beginning of the Second World War to join me and my
brother Walter who had found work there. They died in
Seattle but we buried them in the little wind-swept cemetery
by the Volmer church which had meant so much to them in
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their past when it was not only a place of worship but a
friendly meeting place and used for so many social events
that filled a great need in an isolated community before the
days of easy transportation. I believe they felt they had a
rewarding life and were overjoyed at having grandchildren
to carry on the family.
·

-82-

